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Abstract
This exploratory study employed statistical analysis and response excerpts to locate
points of intersection between culture and cognition in a comparison of argumentative writing
work samples of 74 Oregon fourth and fifth grade Hispanic/Latino and European-origin White
students. Major findings indicated that Hispanic/Latino students more often 1) employed a
diffuse, recursive organizational style that may be related to traditional features of Mexican
discourse, 2) utilized elements of indirect language, a feature that has been associated with
collectivist cultures, and 3) incorporated narrative elements, echoing a cultural mode for
connection, while White students more often 1) evidenced use of a sequential, clustered
organizational approach that typifies traditional European rhetorical discourse, 2) displayed
consistent use of direct language, a feature that has been associated with individualistic cultures,
and 3) incorporated expository elements that focused on descriptive or factual features of a topic.
Discussion focuses on implications for instruction in view of the impending implementation of
the Common Core State Standards framework for argumentative writing.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction
Is light a wave or a particle? This provocative question was debated in science for
decades in the years surrounding the dawn of the 20 th century, ultimately answered in 1905 with
a novel solution by Albert Einstein. Einstein‘s proposal hinged on a perspective that tested the
finite limits of human imagination: it is perfectly possible for light to be both wave and particle
at the same time. This insight proved to be revolutionary by challenging a prevailing
preoccupation with polarities in the search for answers. But its creativity may have emerged
from an important cultural predisposition on Einstein‘s part, one afforded by his Jewish
background (Gimbel, 2012).
This may seem surprising in view of the fact that Einstein did not articulate ideas and
methods that were overtly Jewish, nor was he even religious (Johnson, 2012). Rather, his
intuitive, playful approach to scientific discovery echoed a Talmudic perspective toward truth:
rooted in context, truth ―comes only in glimpses,‖ rather than as a wholly apparent luminosity.
Though Einstein‘s outlook was indeed denigrated as ―Jewish science‖ by German
contemporaries mired in parochial methods, it is conceivable that some of the greatest
discoveries in scientific thought may indeed have come about as a result of this characteristically
Jewish scholarly mindset (Gimbel, 2012).
How do culture and cognition intersect? The example of Einstein‘s discoveries
highlights the differentiating potential that social influences exercise upon thought. Increasingly,
evidence is emerging that suggests cultural elements shape and funnel key cognitive processes
such as attention, emotion, and language. These modern investigations are spread across a wide
range of disciplines and methodologies, with as yet few connective frameworks within which to
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organize discoveries. However, while recent cross-cultural comparisons have frequently sought
to explore potential differences between Asian and Western groups (e.g.,Dong & Lee, 2008;
Nisbett & Miyamoto, 2005; Wang, Conway, & Hou, 2007), there have been far fewer
explorations of Hispanic/Latino peoples, who are newly recognized as the nation‘s largest
minority group (Aud, Fox, KewalRamani, & National Center for Education Statistics, 2010).
An Increasing Hispanic/Latino Population in U.S. Classrooms
Historically, the United States has provided an unsettled berth for minority cultures.
However, the acute pace of recent demographic change is challenging previously monolithic
cultural patterns. Ronald Reagan‘s 1980 election as the President was held when the nation‘s
population was 80% White and 6.4% Hispanic/Latino. By 2008, when Barack Obama became
the President, the White population had decreased to 66%, whereas the Hispanic/Latino
population rocketed to 15.4%, a rate of 184% during this 15-year period (Aud et al., 2010).
This soaring growth of the Hispanic/Latino population has significantly altered the
enrollment demographics of U.S. schools (Dolan, 2009). However, the fact remains that 83% of
U.S. public school teachers during the 2007-8 academic year were White, while Hispanic/Latino
and Black teachers each accounted for just 7% of this total number (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2012). Thus, the average classroom teacher is more likely than ever to be
charged with the formal education of students whose appearance, backgrounds, customs,
religious beliefs, and/or languages differ markedly from his or her own.
At the same time, significantly lower academic achievement on the part of
Hispanic/Latino students seems to evidence a mismatch with traditional systems of learning
(Dolan, 2009; Madrid, 2011). Recent data starkly illustrate the scope of the problem. In 2009,
only 61% of Hispanics/Latinos graduated from high school, compared to 90% of White students.

3
Only 48% of foreign-born Hispanics/Latinos were estimated to possess a high school diploma,
the lowest of any group (Ryan & Siebens, 2012). Overall, Hispanic/Latino children are among
the least likely to attain a bachelor's degree (Aud et al., 2010).
Consistent with secondary and undergraduate school data, the academic achievement of
Hispanic/Latino students also lags considerably behind that of White students at the elementary
school level. The 2011 National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) scores revealed a
persistent gap of over 20 points between White and Hispanic/Latino students, a difference that
has remained essentially unchanged since 1992 in reading and 2003 in math (Hemphill,
Vanneman, & National Center for Education Statistics, 2011).
Table 1
Average NAEP Scores for Grade 4 Hispanic/Latino and White Students Enrolled in Oregon Public Schools

Reading (2011)a

Mathematics (2011)b

Science (2009)c

Writing (2002)d

Hispanic/Latino
White
Difference

196
222
26

220
243
23

128
157
29

132
151
19

School Lunch Programe
Eligible
Not Eligible

204
230

226
250

138
163

138
158

Group

Note. The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) is typically administered to students in grades 4, 8,
and 12, but is not administered in every subject at each grade level every year. This table includes the most recent
data for each subject at the fourth grade level.
a
(U.S. Department of Education, 2011b) b (U.S. Department of Education, 2011a) c(U.S. Department of Education,
2009) d (U.S. Department of Education, 2003) eThe inclusion of data relative to School Lunch Program status is
important to consider since Hispanic/Latino students in the district studied were approximately twice as likely to
obtain free/reduced meals as compared to White students. This highlights potentially complicating variations
between the groups regarding socioeconomic status.

The reasons for low Hispanic/Latino achievement are varied and complex (Madrid,
2011). They include typically poor school facilities (Madrid, 2011), clustering in high poverty
schools (Aud et al., 2010), instructional factors (Bol & Berry, 2005), and uneven teacher
perceptions (Bol & Berry, 2005; Rodriguez, 2012). Many of these students are English

4
Language Learners, whose abilities are often underestimated, with a disproportionate number
identified as language disabled (Fletcher & Navarrete, 2011; Pearlman, 1978).
Several analyses of older assessment data from states with large Hispanic/Latino
populations also document such deficits (Espinosa & Ochoa, 1986; Flores, 2007; Sanchez,
Bledsoe, Sumabat, & Ye, 2004), confirming a historic dimension to the problem (Jiménez,
2000). Compounding the situation is a low level of socioeconomic status that continues to afflict
most U.S. Hispanic/Latino students, with consequential impacts upon their educational
circumstances (Bliss & Sandiford, 2004; Flores, 2007). In 2009, 77% of Hispanic/Latino fourth
graders participated in the free/reduced lunch program (Aud et al., 2010). In 2010, fully 32% of
Hispanic/Latino children nationwide lived in poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011, November).1
However, some scholars note specific Hispanic/Latino cultural values that may
strengthen educational learning opportunities for students if they are capitalized upon (Garcia &
Jensen, 2007; García & Náñez, 2011). Such values include family (Azmitia, Cooper, & Brown,
2009; Fuligni, 2001; Garcia & Jensen, 2007; Jiménez, 2000; C. Ortiz, Valerio, & Lopez, 2012)
and a broad sense of community and interdependence (Civil & Quintos, 2009; Gaitan, 2004; C.
Ortiz et al., 2012; F. Ortiz, 2001). In order to leverage the social capital of Hispanic/Latino
students in ways that foster higher levels of achievement, educators require specific knowledge
regarding how the cultural background of students interacts with cognitive responses to relevant
academic tasks.
Problem Statement
The situation of changing demographics has resulted in an infusion of a wide array of
cultural perspectives that challenge historically homogeneous perspectives inherent in U.S.

1

In 2010, Oregon‘s Hispanic/Latino poverty rate was an even higher 35.7%
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schools. While there are efforts in many quarters to promote culturally competent pedagogy,
educators are now facing a new layer of challenge with the adoption in 45 states of the new
Common Core State Standards (CCSS). The CCSS framework is marked by an alleged
pedagogy that appears to stress greater analytical skills on the part of students in both language
arts and mathematics (Porter, McMaken, Hwang, & Yang, 2011).
However, there are early concerns that Hispanic/Latino students will continue to
encounter obstacles that will hinder achievement of the expressed CCSS goals of readiness for
college and the workplace. An American College Testing, Inc. (2010) analysis of test data of
over 200,000 11th grade students found Hispanic/Latino consistently scored more poorly than
White students in all areas identified as relevant to the new framework. These results typify
many studies that focus upon contrasting achievement results between Hispanic/Latino students,
but stop short of exploring cultural factors ingrained in current standards and pedagogy. A
remarkably small number of studies exist that assist our understandings of how various
sociocultural groups attend to, receive, and interact with knowledge, with an almost exclusive
focus upon comparisons between Asian- and European-origin sociocultural groups. Thus, there
remains a significant gap in the literature regarding research relative to the interaction of culture
and cognition among members of Hispanic/Latino groups, who represent the fastest growing
population in the U.S. (Humes, Jones, & Ramirez, 2011).
How are cognitive processes such as attention and memory parsed through the prism of
culture? Understandings regarding the dynamic interplay between cultural and cognitive
processes are essential in order to create flexible educational settings and authentic learning
conditions that reflect value for the varied experiences and mental schemata of all students.
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The research questions for this study are:
1. What cognitive patterns are evident in the written argumentative discourse of fourth
and fifth grade Hispanic/Latino and European-origin White students?
2. Are there differences between the two groups regarding these cognitive patterns?
3. If there are differences, do they appear to be influenced by culture?
It should be noted at the outset that the primary goal of this study is to elucidate
knowledge that may effectively inform pedagogy that leads to success for all of our students.
Theoretical Perspectives
Two important perspectives frame this study. The first is Kitayama and Uskul‘s (2011)
recently developed neuro-culture interaction model, which proceeds from understandings that
cultural beliefs and practices are collectively accumulated and biologically adaptive, with a
direct ability of social context to ―hardwire‖ the brain to respond in certain ways. It is
complemented by the second perspective of situated cognition, which stresses the essential roles
of community and context as mediating and interactive elements in learning, defining knowledge
as simultaneously shared and uniquely personal (Whitfield, Klug, & Whitney, 2007; Zinchenko,
1995). Situated cognition accounts for learning that may modify hardwired patterns of thought,
countering rigid perspectives of the information processing model of individual cognition in that
it recognizes socially shared distributions of thought (Roth, 1998) and the uniquely human
assignment of meaning (Bruner, 1990).
The literature review will proceed from a broad survey of the recently renewed field of
culture-cognition studies to an examination of cultural intersections within academic tasks. The
remaining chapters will carefully outline methodology, discuss key findings, and outline
implications of this study, concluding with a brief review of limitations.
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Definition of Terms
Argumentative writing is a form of rhetorical discourse that requires the writer to take a
position and logically defend it. Argumentative writing is a central feature of new writing goals
outlined by the Common Core State Standards, which require ―the ability to write logical
arguments based on substantive claims, sound reasoning, and relevant evidence…‖ (Common
Core State Standards Initiative, 2013). Opinion writing is subsumed within this genre,
particularly at the K-5 level.
Cognition is the general term for the psychological/neurological component that deals
with thought and learning, including ―the acquisition, storage, transformation, and use of
knowledge‖ (Matlin, 2009, p. 2).
Common Core State Standards (CCSS) is the title of a new set of K-12 educational
benchmarks and practices regarding what students should ―know and be able to do,‖ is a national
evolution of the decades-long standards movement. The standards were developed and released
by the Common Core State Standards Initiative (CCSSI), a group spearheaded by the National
Governors Association Center for Best Practices and the Council of Chief State School Officers
(Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2011; Ivey, 2011; Porter et al., 2011).
Culture may be generally defined as a flexible construct referencing a collective system
of beliefs, practices, and values.
Direct/indirect language represent polar terms denoting the use of language that is
explicit and relatively independent of context (direct), or deliberately vague and enmeshed with
social context (indirect). Frajzyngier & Jirsa (2006, p. 515) describe direct language as including
function that is synchronous with language form, whereas ―an indirect speech act is an act that
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purports to have one goal but actually aims to achieve another goal. Thus, a negotiation in bad
faith whose aim is to provoke the adversary is an indirect speech act….‖
English Language Learner/ELL, English Language Developing/ELD and Limited English
Proficient/LEP may be construed as interchangeable terms denoting formally qualified second
language learners in the U.S. K-12 environment. English Language Learner/ELL is the current
official term included in current federal law that specifies qualifying characteristics of a student
whose original language background is one other than English.
English Language Development/ELD is a generic term for a curricular program designed
to specify, support and extend the language learning of ELL students. All states are required to
have a set of ELD standards in place, and to assess the language level of each ELL student.
Hispanic/Latino are interchangeably used to denote a U.S. ethnic category defined as
follows by the federal government: ―A person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or
Central American, or other Spanish culture or origin, regardless of race. The term, ‗Spanish
origin,‘ can be used in addition to ‗Hispanic or Latino‘ ‘‘ (Revisions to the Standards for the
Classification of Federal Data on Race and Ethnicity, 1997).
L1 refers to a native speaker of a given language.
L2 refers to a second language learner.
Language proficiency. The Oregon Department of Education provides the following
description of proficiency for this study: ―Students…are able to consistently listen to, read and
demonstrate comprehension of an extensive range of complex and abstract grade-level
information. They are able to speak and write using an extensive range of complex language with
a level of accuracy and fluency that resembles native English speakers‖ (CTB/McGraw-Hill,
2007, p. 7).
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CHAPTER 2
Review of the Literature
Introduction
As educators seek to adequately address the instructional and sociocultural needs of an
increasingly diverse population of students, some important insights may be mined from
investigations into points of intersection of culture and cognition. Such research can inform an
understanding of relationships between those of varied backgrounds (N. Ross, 2004; Wong &
Hong, 2005; Zunshine, 2010), and address such timely issues as equity (Avila & Moore, 2012;
Matusov, 2008; Nagel, 1994). Relative to instruction, findings may help shape both the
development and implementation of standards and curriculum (Matusov, 2008; Zipin, 2009), as
well as the selection and adaptation of pedagogical frameworks and instructional strategies
(Baptiste, 2001; Billings, 2009). Embedded within this conversation are scattered but promising
investigations stemming from situativity2 frameworks, which provide percipient perspectives
regarding ethnic and contextual elements of individual classroom cultures (e.g., Maynard &
Greenfield, 2003; Voigt, 1994).
Despite a broad spectrum of topics sharing the umbrella of culture-cognition studies, few
studies specifically address instructional interactions, particularly at the elementary school level.
Instead, much cross-cultural literature within educational research is limited to analyses of the
2

Situativity is a categorical term encompassing related theories/perspectives that articulate

knowledge as inextricably linked with the learner‘s context and social milieu (Durning & Artino,
2011). Examples include situated cognition, situated learning, ecological psychology,
distributed learning, cognitive apprenticeship, and variations of authentic learning (Kaplan,
2000).
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relationship of background variables to achievement (Acherman-Chor, Aladro, & Gupta, 2003;
Cerna, Pérez, & Sáenz, 2009; Lopez, 2010; Pong, Strickland, Wise, & Mid-Atlantic Regional
Educational Laboratory, 2012; Reardon & Galindo, 2009) and inequities within institutionallyembedded sociocultural relationships (Buriel, 1983; Cammarota, 2007; Plata & Masten, 1998;
Steele & Aronson, 1995). This is extremely important research for ―big picture‖ policy and
design on a macrosystems level. However, it is also necessary to undertake specific
investigations into the nature of learning at the interactive level of specific cognitive tasks,
because this focused work relates immediately to instructional practices that have great influence
on achievement. Such strategic studies include examinations into topics of learning such as
family literacy practices (Saracho, 2007), ability grouping (Lleras & Rangel, 2009), oral
language in young children (Gonzalez & Uhing, 2008), and affective dimensions of math
performance (Stevens, Olivárez, & Hamman, 2006). However, to augment our understanding,
we must look to various other disciplines for experiments and explorations into where culture
and cognition may meet.
The Culture-Cognition Link
Early culture-cognition investigations focused unsuccessfully on a search for psychic
unity, a nebulous term that referenced a general cord of commonality that might be traced
throughout all human beings, irrespective of race or cultural systems (Adams, 1904; Boas, 1921;
J. M. Donovan & Rundle, 1997). Today, the meaning of psychic unity has contracted to a
biological emphasis at its most elemental level: the brain and nervous system (Shore, 1996;
Stigler, Shweder, & Herdt, 1990), the neurological substrate from which human cognition
springs (Shore, 1996).
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Human beings seem primed for connective social interaction, with the vast majority of
brain maturation occurring after birth (Shore, 1996). The biological frame that initiates thought
(Fosnot, 2005; Jonassen, 2009) supports a complex, malleable interchange with the individual‘s
social environment. Pathways of neurological transactions, creative and difficult to link, have
been vigorously investigated in both the biological and behavioral sciences (Adolphs, 2006).
The complex patterns of activity generated by the brain result from layers of connectivity that
interact in ways akin to the workings of numerous networks, with highly sophisticated effects
that are not easily traced to individual components (Sporns, 2010). Thus, it is not always easy to
clarify intersections of culture and cognition. Further, while all humans possess these basic
processes, each culture customizes them for purposes specific to their needs (Geary, 1996).
Most current theories of culture acknowledge a highly interactive and robust system of
meaning- making that responds continually to a multi- layered environment (DiMaggio, 1997),
leading to a cumulative process described by Nagel (1994) as ―the creation of collective
meaning.‖ Keesing (1974) sorted wide-ranging cultural theory into two main categories,
adaptive and ideational. Adaptive cultural theories are rooted in corresponding evolutionary
understandings in the physical world, constituting culture as an adaptation to the surrounding
environment. Human beings share the same biologically based neural systems, but divergence
occurs based on constraints in the environment. Such constraints establish mental borders (Keil,
1981) that may lead to efficiency with organization of new information (Hirschfeld & Gelman,
1994). In contrast, ideational systems are oriented toward the genesis and sustenance of
communal thought. However, fulcrums of power, truth, and capital are noticeably absent from
these definitions, despite their fundamental role in human relationships (Darder, 1991).
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Recently, diverse disciplines have seen a renewed interest in the topic of the mutual,
dynamic shaping between culture and cognition (e.g., J. S. Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989;
Cicourel, 2006; DiMaggio, 1997; DiMaggio & Markus, 2010; Nisbett & Norenzayan, 2002).
Studies of cognitive processes such as attention, perception, and memory (e.g., Dong & Lee,
2008; Nisbett & Miyamoto, 2005; Wang et al., 2007) and language (Lieberman, 2006), as well as
emotion (Buck, 1985, April)—emerging as highly connected to cognition (Lench, Flores, &
Bench, 2011)—illustrate emerging intersections with culture. The modern tool of neuroimaging
is increasingly offering physiological evidence of specific brain regions that appear to respond to
cultural cues, underscoring findings from more traditional sources of observational data (Cheon
et al., 2011; Han & Northoff, 2008).
One broad area of discussion concerns the role of empathy as it is utilized for negotiating
cultural boundaries. Empathy is an inclusive emotion that allows individuals to respond with
compassion to another‘s discomfort or pain. The response system of empathy is distributed
across multiple brain regions but forms two distinct networks, one affective and the other
cognitive, that allow humans to literally feel the pain of others (Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2012), as well
as to mentally infer another‘s state or position (Cheon et al., 2011; Hein & Singer, 2008). The
social structure of a culture allocates roles for its own members, and also determines its response
toward outgroup members. Evidence indicates there is a demonstrable neural response that
heightens empathetic responses toward members of one‘s ethnic or racial group (Chiao &
Mathur, 2010; Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2012; Xu, Zuo, Wang, & Han, 2009) that may become more
pronounced among cultures that are primarily hierarchical as compared to those which are
egalitarian in orientation (Cheon et al., 2011). Evidence from neuroimaging and EEGs indicate
that prejudice arising from culturally defined ingroups and outgroups moderates biologically
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based empathetic responses (Chiao & Mathur, 2010; Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2012). However,
cognitive assumptions regarding out-groups appear malleable, and may thus contribute toward
generating greater empathetic responses when negative associations are reversed.
In-group behavior is fostered by what Dijksterhuis and Bargh (2001) describe as the
perception-behavior link, the propensity for humans to mimic the behavior of others through
observation, underscoring the idea that culturally-rooted choices spring from highly
contextualized environments (Stolte & Fender, 2007; van Dijk, 2006; Voigt, 1994). Individual
agency appears to play an active role in the negotiation of subtle cultural dissonance through a
discerning deployment of appropriate tools within social situations. In this regard, there appears
to be an influential interaction of priming and perception, hinting at the existence of a degree of
permeability that allows for flexible interchange between cultural and cognitive cues (Oyserman
& Lee, 2008; Wong & Hong, 2005).
Cognitive Orientations of Individualistic and Collectivist Cultures
A significant portion of culture-cognition research explores potential differences between
individualistic and collectivist cultures.3 An emerging theme of the results of these studies is the
tendency for members of individualistic cultures to gather and process information by isolating
attributes of a given scenario, while members of collectivist cultures prefer an integrative
approach that incorporates contextual or interconnected aspects.
This tendency appears initially reflected within language, wherein clues to a culture‘s
conception of personhood and relational distance are reflected in pronoun usage (Kashima &
3

Cultures that are individualistic in nature are alternately referred to as independent in

orientation, whereas collectivist cultures are also referred to as interconnected. Various terms
are used here to reflect researchers‘ preference.
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Kashima, 1998). For example, use of specific personal pronouns such as we and I in writing has
been demonstrated to be an illuminating measure of connection with a specific group (ÍñigoMora, 2004; Rass, 2011; Sherblom, 1990). Cross-cultural analysis of pronoun usage has
associated those linguistic systems that drop the usage of specific pronouns with a greater
collectivist orientation (Kashima & Kashima, 1998). This includes the Spanish language, which
consistently contextualizes interpersonal distance through inflections. Koreans have been shown
to prefer the use of possessive plural pronouns more than Americans (Na & Choi, 2009).
However, priming introduces a fluid aspect to studies of cross-cultural usage of pronouns since
specific context can induce favorability toward either collectivist or individualistic mindsets
(Oyserman & Lee, 2008).
This tendency to either segregate or connect appears to interact with interpersonal
assessments. Perceived reasons for individual behaviors by members of individualistic cultures
are more likely to result from judgments based on ascribed attributes or traits, while those made
by members of interdependent cultures are more apt to incorporate contextual or situational
elements (Church et al., 2006; Na & Kitayama, 2011). Perhaps one of the clearest examples of
this dichotomy exists in Western academic traditions, which continue to be subject to European
notions of separateness that have produced what Gusa (2010) describes as an ―encapsulated
brain,‖ a term that denotes the divorce of emotive elements from strict reason and data.
Pervasive among higher education institutions with predominantly White enrollments, this
mindset ultimately discourages a full integration of student experiences and results in a screening
of talent reminiscent of an academic version of the Darwinian concept of survival of the fittest.
Affective differences. A distillation of individualism and objectivity to the exclusion of
affective elements may impact facts, concepts, or pedagogy in a deficit manner, particular given
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modern understandings of brain and learning research. Emotional development is intertwined
with broader cognitive growth (DiMaggio, 1997; Jahoda, 1986). For example, it is likely that
cognitive structures dealing with mathematical understandings include an affective element to
promote engagement with activities necessary for further successful development (Geary, 1996;
Greenough, Black, & Wallace, 1987; Marzano, 2007).
Although emotion appears to universally play a critical role in prioritizing the recall of
memories, emotional experiences are filtered through a cultural lens which continually
determines and shapes the development of autobiographical memories (M. Ross & Wang, 2010;
Wang & Fivush, 2005), the earliest personal memories recalled by an individual. Research
exists that suggests that the content of such memories differs between individualistic and
collectivist cultures. In individualist cultures, autobiographical memory is distinctly centered
upon the individual, whereas in collectivist cultures, memories feature themes of
interconnectedness and social ties (Jobson & O'Kearney, 2008; Peterson, 2009; Wang, 2004;
Wang & Fivush, 2005). One qualitative study featured a significantly higher amount of written
elaboration by Australian undergraduates in comparison to a similar group of multi-ethnic Asian
undergraduates (Jobson & O'Kearney, 2008). Some evidence indicates European-Americans
accumulate a larger quantity of positive memories than do Asians (M. Ross & Wang, 2010).
However, there was no difference in preference in this regard for older American and Korean
adults, suggesting the aging process may represent a sensitive variable to consider in culturecognition research (Kwon, Scheibe, Samanez-Larkin, Tsai, & Carstensen, 2009; D. C. Park &
Huang, 2010).
Some research highlights distinct emotive differences between Asian and Western
cultures regarding other elements of interpersonal communication, with frequent comparisons
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made between Americans and Japanese, who utilize language and silence to structure social
boundaries, have lower rates of verbal animation in comparison to Americans, and have higher
rates of shyness (Keaten, Kelly, & Pribyl, 1997). Culturally- generated patterns of
communication on the part of Japanese may provoke misunderstandings with Western
populations and hinder growth in L24 development of English language proficiency (Akazaki,
2010). Yuki, Maddux, & Masuda (2007) used emoticons to demonstrate that inherent
differences between Japanese and Americans populations regarding attention to features of facial
expressions occur based on the level of emotional restraint typically present within a culture,
while other studies have indicated variation in Asian and Western responses to expressions in
photographs selected by researchers to represent fear (Komaki, Moriguchi, Ohnishi, & Maeda,
2006; Russell, Suzuki, & Ishida, 1993). Chinese and American children have been shown to
manifest differences in expressions of disappointment (Garrett-Peters & Fox, 2007). A brief
comparative analysis of American and Japanese comic books (Feng & O‘Halloran, 2012) found
clear preferences regarding settings of characters‘ emotional expression, with solitary settings
typical of Japanese characters.
Even when individuals are far removed from the country of their primary culture, they
may retain its original emotive characteristics. Analysis of a sample of Americans descendents
of Scandinavian and Irish immigrants methodically pared away other factors to determine that
emotive styles were resonant of cultures of origin, with Scandinavian-Americans maintaining
more reserved reactions and Irish-Americans more expressive reactions (Tsai & ChentsovaDutton, 2003).
4

L2 is an abbreviated term for an individual using a language other than his or her native

language. Similarly, L1 references an individual‘s use of his or her native language.
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Visual perception. Evidence suggests the existence of a cultural sculpting of neural
pathways of visual perceptual processes, accomplished through the accumulation of preferred
tasks that share similar routines (Han & Northoff, 2008; D. C. Park & Huang, 2010). Here, too,
a theme of polar cultural orientations is emerging. Results are tentative, but they seem to point
toward the same tendency for individualistic cultures to segregate information and collectivist
cultures to interconnect it (Chua, Boland, & Nisbett, 2005; Goh et al., 2007).
An experiment focusing upon cultural differences in attention found that Japanese and
American undergraduates focused attention differently when viewing a picture of a line framed
by a square, known as a framed-line test, with Japanese participants better able to incorporate
contextual factors and Americans demonstrating greater ability with replicating an isolated
segment of the drawing (Kitayama, Duffy, Kawamura, & Larsen, 2003). Various findings
concur with this tendency (Boduroglu, Shah, & Nisbett, 2009; Chua et al., 2005; Masuda &
Nisbett, 2006), while other studies have failed to elicit this distinction (Evans, Rotello, Li, &
Rayner, 2009; Miellet, Zhou, He, Rodger, & Caldara, 2010). In one study that used modified
versions of Kitayama et al.‘s framed-line test, Japanese and American children did not display
this difference as a whole until they were at least six years old, suggesting a determinate role of
culture (Duffy, Toriyama, Itakura, & Kitayama, 2009). Interestingly, individuals living in a
culture other than their own have been found to respond to such tasks in ways similar to their
host culture (Kitayama et al., 2003). This suggests the potential of a flexible aspect to culturally
influenced visual perception.
Emerging evidence also indicates that Asian and Western populations have varied
responses regarding engagement of neural regions for specific visual tasks. An experiment that
combined a picture task with neuroimaging of American and Chinese young adults found
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pronounced differences in object processing, which Americans engaged in more frequently
independent of context (Gutchess, Welsh, Boduroĝlu, & Park, 2006). Neural areas associated
with object processing and emotional response were activated at higher levels among Americans,
while areas associated with discernment of contextual differences were similarly activated across
both groups.
Similarly, another study (Hedden, Ketay, Aron, Markus, & Gabrieli, 2008) combined
results from questionnaires and MRI imaging to measure correlation between cultural influences
and neural regions activated in response to tasks requiring culturally unfamiliar approaches to
solutions. They provided young adults of East Asians backgrounds who were recent U.S.
arrivals and Americans of European ancestry a simple geometric motif with salient and
contextual elements in order to study their responses during viewing. Both groups employed
identical neural processes to approach all tasks, regardless of the degree of cultural consistency
or inconsistency. However, when specific neural regions associated with attention were
activated during task engagement, the groups differed regarding response to task type, with
greater activation occurring when respondents were engaged in a culturally unfamiliar task.
Thus, for East Asians, less familiar tasks were those that were segregated from context, while for
Americans, less familiar tasks were dependent on context. These results extend an influential
role of culture to higher—rather than solely initial—levels of visual processing.
Direct and indirect language. Discussions of individualist/collectivist orientations link
to cultural preferences for the use of direct and indirect language. Broadly defined, direct
language is that which is explicit about the function for which it is intended, while indirect
language carries meaning that must be inferred because of a more oblique presentation
(Frajzyngier & Jirsa, 2006). Levels of direct or indirect language may vary between cultures.

19
This is especially true when framed with inherent differences between individualistic and
collectivist cultures (Holtgraves, 1997), although some caution is warranted regarding sweeping
generalizations. In this vein, Wu & Rubin (2000) point out the rapidly increasing ease with
which cultures may now interact may easily lead to infusions of various styles that further blur
individual cultural distinctiveness.
Much literature related to direct and indirect speech examines its use relative to
interpersonal relationships and the mediating influences of courtesy and face-saving (Frajzyngier
& Jirsa, 2006). Such sociocultural modes lead to an overall preference that is imprinted upon
language and communication. Generally, a direct style of discourse is more preferred by
individualistic cultures, while indirect language is characteristic of collectivist cultures (Triandis,
1995). For example, some cross-cultural research indicates Americans manifest a more
confrontational approach to conflict than do people from various Asian cultures (Holtgraves,
1997; Ting-Toomey et al., 1991), with a corresponding directness observed in American
discourse (Holtgraves, 1997; Wu & Rubin, 2000). However, the use of English in American
culture also has a place for indirect language, highlighting the inextricable element of contextual
knowledge as key to understanding implicit messages of indirect language in writing (Hinkel,
1997).
Alternately, the language of the Mexican people, who may be characterized as members
of a collectivist culture, has accrued an arcane element that allows it to deflect controversy and
animosity (Riding, 1989). Mexican Spanish is replete with the use of indirect language, from
politicians who carefully camouflage communications with both the people they represent and
foreign officials abroad, to the common people who tuck various meanings into the pockets of
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formalized language. There is a general belief embedded within these interactions that direct
language is equivalent to rudeness.
Culture-Cognition Interactions within Academic Tasks
The inherent challenge of the identification of cultural intersections within responses to
academic tasks is to accurately differentiate these from the effects of formal schooling, which
effectively acts as an additional layering of culture (Geary, 1996). In balance, it appears that a
routine of formal academic tasks introduces a shaping that supersedes prior influences. Pontius‘
(1997) study of two Ethiopian tribes, the unschooled Kara and the literate Hamar, and research
with Nigerian 4th graders‘ drawing skills (Mshelua & Lapidus, 1990) indicate that the influence
of formal education and practice may mitigate differences originating from culture. Similarly,
Huntsinger, Jose, Krieg, and Luo‘s (2011) longitudinal comparison of the drawing skills of
Chinese and American children found a correlation between explicit guidance in basic drawing
skills of Chinese students to their ability to produce more technically proficient illustrations.
Differences in mathematics curriculum was suggested to influence the outcome of a comparison
of German and Cambodian students aged 15 to 44, with an overreliance on analytic approaches
by the Cambodian school system likely to have negatively impacted math scores (Janssen &
Geiser, 2012).
Formal education also appears to exert a greater influence on working memory capacity
than does culture (Lan, Legare, Ponitz, Li, & Morrison, 2011). The interaction of executive
function and achievement was explored in one study by administering simple, memory-related
tasks to 258 preschoolers, of whom 119 were Chinese and 139 American (Lan et al., 2011). But
while finding no differences in results of tasks that summoned working memory, it was possible
to discern differences that favored Chinese students in the areas of attention and inhibition, two
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processes necessary for effective use of working memory. Lan and his colleagues suggested that
increased achievement on the part of Chinese students with inhibition-related tasks reflects a
strongly held value of self-control inherent in broader Chinese culture.
Language. A clear example of culture-cognition interaction language includes the
orchestration of various neural functions that are highly responsive to cultural cues and shaping
(Lee, Chiang, & Hung, 2008). Cumulative enactment of everyday language produces a
systematic and predictable grammar among a particular cultural group (Gonzálvez-García,
2009). Geography may reinforce differences, even between groups who share a language. New
Zealanders‘ use of English, for example, is marked by a specific use of greater animacy,
subsequently provoking subtle changes in language that differentiate it from American English
(Bresnan & Hay, 2008).
Events may intervene to significantly shape language expression. The cultural collision
of Spanish Europeans with Andean peoples propelled the development of hybrid languages,
producing a patchwork across this region that includes the linkage of Andalusian to the
languages of present-day Hispanic populations (Coronel-Molina & Rodríguez-Mondoñedo,
2012). Additionally, the orthography of a language may impact the cognitive demand inherent in
reading tasks. The intricate and complex Chinese picture system, replete with a myriad of tiny
variations of details, may by necessity summon greater amounts of working memory and
attention on the part of young Chinese students (Hoosain, 1986; Lan et al., 2011). By contrast,
the simplified English phonetic system may streamline reading task performance on the part of
American children (Lan et al., 2011).
Studies that address the question of whether or not language interacts robustly with
directional orientation have drawn mixed results. A quantitative analysis of spatial task
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responses of Dutch and Namibian children and adults found native language consistent with
preferred directional orientation, with preference maintained steadily across both age groups and
increasing task complexity (Haun, Rapold, Janzen, & Levinson, 2011). However, quantitative
analysis of the results of a series of spatial reasoning experiments with Mexican Mayan
populations produced inconsistent results (P. Li, Abarbanell, Gleitman, & Papafragou, 2011).
For Central American populations on the whole, there does not appear to be a consistent
preference for a specific frame of reference (O'Meara & Pérez Báez, 2011). There is likely some
flexibility involved in this area, in which more complex tasks resist routine linguistic expression,
and are thus less likely to be bound to a particular lexicon of directionality (P. Li et al., 2011).
Although language is an innate human ability, reading does not spontaneously arise in all
cultures (Geary, 1996). Evidence suggests dyslexic issues may be tied to culture: Chinese
dyslexic readers, for example, exhibit deficit processing in different brain regions than do
American dyslexics (Wai Ting, Perfetti, Zhen, & Li Hai, 2004). A quantitative examination of
cultural differences between Chinese and American undergraduates revealed a limited but
important correlation within both cultures that linked false recall of words on a list to lexical
associations, which stem from culture, lending some evidence to the position that culturallyrooted experiences influence language and memory interactions that, while universal as a process
across cultures, differ in specifics (Lee, Chiang, & Hung, 2008).
L2 learners must negotiate various neural byways that are culturally shaped as they seek
to understand and express a new language. The phenomenon of cross-linguistic inference (CLI)
is a complex, integrative process that occurs as second language learners prioritize the use of
familiar linguistic structures while expressing a new language (Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2007). CLI
taps numerous factors that may impact the use of these structures within the less familiar
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language, including language development stage, affective elements, and intellection, making it a
more sophisticated interaction than the act of transfer. Written responses offer a way to capture
some of these prioritizations.
Along these lines, a small but significant group of studies has extended qualitative focus
to Middle Eastern writing by seeking comparisons to the writing of native English speakers. All
find a strong influence of the Qur‘an relative to content and style upon the work of Arab writers.
Jordanians interweave Qur‘anic references when seeking to persuade, both to underscore
authority within a debate and to instill an emotional connectivity (Al-Khatib, 1994). This
reflects Sa‘adeddin‘s (1989) distinction between the aural connectivity that Arab authors strive
for, and the quiet and composed linearity that English authors exhibit. Others have noted a
reflection of broad elements of Qur‘anic style in Arabic writing (Al-Khatib, 2001; Rass, 2011),
including an elaborative approach (Derrick-Mescua & Gmuca, 1985).
These features are also apparent in the English writing of native Arabic speakers (Rass,
2011; Sa'adeddin, 1989). A study of 18 female students engaged in teacher preparation at an
Arab college based in Israel examined the influence of Arabic culture on the English writing
process (Rass, 2011). All participants were L1 speakers learning how to effectively write
arguments in English. An analysis of their English writing assignments revealed features of
repetition, communality, and religious belief that are attributable to Arabic culture.
Vasquez-Ayora‘s 1977 (as cited in Montaño-Harmon, 1991) work commenting on
professional translation noted that the Spanish language possesses a natural flexibility that spills
over from sentences into the framework of paragraphs, and that flatness is induced when formal
Spanish written discourse adopts a highly structured framework for ideas. Similarly, Connor‘s
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1996 synthesis of research on Spanish writing highlights a uniform characteristic of ornate
expression, manifested with longer sentences, flowery lexicality, and relaxed structure.
Montaño-Harmon (1991) analyzed 100 expository texts from Mexican and AngloAmerican high school students. Findings indicated that Mexican writers clearly evidenced a
repetitive strategy that used rephrasing of the same idea to heighten emphasis, employing an
additive strategy both within sentences and throughout the paper to elaborate further on the
original main idea. Conversely, Anglo-American students employed enumeration and linearity,
using shorter, direct sentences to convey meaning. A pattern of breaking deliberately from the
original topic, with a subsequent return using a signaling word or phrase, was especially
exhibited by Mexican writers in a style dubbed "conscious deviations" by Montaño-Harmon (p.
422). Further, the researcher cites Domínguez‘ (1976) work that surveyed Mexican writing
textbooks, all of which stressed eloquence as a necessary attribute of ideal writing, thus
requiring—among several practices—―elaborating a given idea in writing in various ways as one
attempts to develop the theme in greater depth…‖ (Montaño-Harmon, 1991, p. 418). However,
only two out of the 25 textbooks devoted explicit attention to the structuring of paragraphs. In
both of these books, chronology, narrative and other generalized forms were used as exemplars
for organization.
Argumentative Writing. Greek philosophy and logic construed by Aristotle and Euclid
provided the foundation for Western rhetoric, which influenced the modern structure of the
essay, one that is highly sequential and economical as an assembly of meaning that spares no
digression from a single idea articulated within each paragraph (Hinkel, 1997; Lloyd, 1990;
Mercier, 2011; Rocci, 2006). This, of course, does not preclude the development and historical
implementation of other systems of logic throughout the world. For example, while Chinese and
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American writers share essential beliefs about structuring an argumentative essay, they differ
distinctively in style in ways that may be traced to historical Greek and Chinese philosophies
(Liu, 2005; Mercier, 2011).
Kaplan (1966) offered that logical expression is captured differently depending on
culture, with Western cultures displaying a very linear5 approach, Middle Eastern cultures a
parallel technique, Chinese a spiral form, and speakers of Romance Languages such as Spanish a
meandering, digressive style. Cultural reflections appear in the structuring of English writing of
native Chinese and Spanish speakers (Norment, 1984). Silva (1992) developed a meta-analysis
of 72 studies that examined features of multiple genres of writing by L1 and L2 learners from
various cultural backgrounds, synthesizing evidence of important stylistic and structural
differences between the groups. This led him to suggest an exploration of culture as one of
several potential sources for these differences. Reppen and Grabe‘s 1993 (as cited by Connor,
1996) comparative study of 545 texts written by elementary school L1 Spanish and L1 English
students in the U.S were found the former to utilize an elaborate approach in English writing
similar to that of their native language.

5

In later work, Kaplan (2006) acknowledges an ethnocentrism inherent in assigning a linear

metaphor to Western expression, noting those from other cultures who reminded him that they
perceived their own culture as linear, and others non-linear. Rocci (2006) notes a contradiction
regarding the ascription of linearity to English essays, which are typically deductive regarding
logical expression in that they essentially begin with a conclusion that is followed by support.
We will use the metaphor of linearity to refer to the organization of discourse that proceeds from
one idea to a new one, with corresponding details clustered immediately with each idea.
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Sorting out cultural effects inherent within argumentative writing6 —a major emphasis of
the Common Core State Standards—is rarely a clearly cut endeavor, but some influences seem
to have emerged. An exploratory study of the essays of Hungarian and North American
university freshmen displayed differences in thesis placement and overall structure ascribed to
respective influences of Classical Humanism and Progressivism (Godó, 2008). The
argumentative writing of American college students was found to be more direct than that of
Taiwanese students, with this difference persisting within Taiwanese writing expressed in
English (Wu & Rubin, 2000).
On the other hand, differences in thesis placement between Chinese and American
students‘ writing was noted as reflective of varied curriculum sources (Lhiu, 2009). Similarly,
Kamimura‘s (2011) study of 640 argumentative and expository essays of first and second
language learners—primarily Japanese undergraduates learning English—found differences in
organization of the responses to be based on prompt type and phrasing. However, Mercier
(2011) argues differences in argumentative style should not be treated superficially, and that such
variations are rooted in both context and the way reason is utilized by a people, both areas
influenced by culture.
Studies that exclusively compare the argumentative discourse of native English and
native Spanish speakers of Mexican descent are rare and hampered by small or ineffectual
samples. Nevertheless, two investigations hint at important contrasts. Zhu‘s (2001) interviews
6

The genre of argumentative writing includes the logical establishment of claims, and may

include expressions of opinion if supported factually. The Common Core State Standards include
a new curricular emphasis upon argumentative writing, which is addressed K-5 at the level of
expression of opinion.
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and subsequent examinations of the English argumentative essays of 14 Mexican undergraduates
revealed a conscious recognition of the challenge of the more direct rhetorical style of English.
However, Zhu also found that several essays displayed anemic development of paragraphs and a
lapse into a different genre, which the writers did not appear to recognize as inappropriate for
argumentative writing.
Incorporating qualitative elements within a quantitative methodology, Spicer-Escalante
(2005) compared the argumentative writing of three small groups of undergraduates: five native
Spanish speakers born in Mexico, ten U.S. Spanish heritage speakers almost exclusively of
Mexican descent, and eight U.S. Spanish second language learners who were White. Her
rhetorical analysis of both English and Spanish texts from all groups found characterizing
patterns, including the propensity for both native Spanish speakers and Spanish heritage speakers
to incorporate broad knowledge that included personal experiences, a tendency on the part of
White students to aggregate facts without connective reflection, and a unique approach of
Spanish heritage speakers that combined features of the other two groups.
Summary
The emerging field of culture-cognition research is building from studies across many
disciplines that seek to identify points at which social influences intersect with individual
thought processes. The modern technological tool of neuroimaging has provided recent evidence
and fresh insight germane to this task. With human brain maturation continuing for two decades
following birth, culture likely plays a prominent role in molding cognitive operations.
Much recent culture-cognition research has examined potential differences between
individualistic and collectivist cultures. A common theme, surfacing across the domains of
memory, emotion, interpersonal communication, visual attention, and judgment, depicts
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individualistic cultures as likely to focus on attributes, and collectivist cultures as likely to
employ a contextual or holistic perspective. Relative to this, individual cultures may exhibit a
preference for the use of either direct or indirect language within discourse.
Formal academic tasks may exert a moderating influence on cultural elements that
influence responses to tasks that are academic in nature. Further, a specialized set of skills may
arise in one culture but not another, based on a need for adaptation and to meet certain goals.
The human ability for language is a combined cultural-cognitive capacity for expression, which
in turn affects other cognitive processes. Writing may effectively capture both cognitive and
cultural influences, although disentangling these influences is often a complex task. Thus, there
exists some limited evidence suggesting there may be distinctly cultural variations in
argumentative and other modes of writing.
Gaps in the Literature
There are a number of key gaps in the literature this study addresses. First, it is broadly
apparent that most cross-cultural studies include participants who are Asian and/or White of
European descent, while few studies address culture-cognition interactions among Latin
American populations. Concerning this limited research, topics are scattered across a spectrum,
warranting more depth. A second note, again regarding participants, is that most are adults—
typically undergraduates—with little research available regarding elementary school children in
particular, especially in the area of argumentative writing and other academic domains. Third,
much culture-cognition literature is related to highly experimental research that, while often
insightful, does not directly connect with ecologically valid tasks likely to be implemented
within the classroom. This is especially true of tasks that are oriented toward the Common Core
State Standards, which are only just beginning to be implemented in many locales.
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CHAPTER 3
Methods

The purpose of this exploratory study wass to glean fresh insights into ways in which
culture interacts with cognitive processes inherent in learning, with specific reference to
argumentative writing tasks grounded in the new Common Core State Standards. In doing so, it
addresses current gaps in the literature regarding Hispanic/Latino populations, elementary school
students and argumentative writing, and culturally related interactions that surface during
engagement with ecologically valid academic tasks and assessments, particularly those related to
the CCSS. To recall, the research questions are:
1. What cognitive patterns are evident in the written argumentative discourse of fourth
and fifth grade Hispanic/Latino and European-origin White students?
2. Are there differences between the two groups regarding these cognitive patterns?
3. If there are differences, do they appear to be influenced by culture?
The choice of an exploratory approach was appropriate for several reasons, beginning with the
topic itself. Cross-cultural cognition studies represent a relatively new and wide-ranging field,
with little extant literature specifically related to Hispanic/Latino culture. Additionally, the
design of the present study highlights practical discovery framed within a context that will be
highly relevant to this population. Finally, this research represents an infusion of work with
scholarship in the spirit of Mills‘ (1980) ―intellectual craftsmanship‖ in that it situates the
practitioner within a problem that is both immediate and important, building on previous
literature in ways that illuminate rather than overpower a timely solution.
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Curricular Setting
Academic work samples represent a local component of Oregon‘s formal assessment
process, and are a complement to the Oregon Assessment of Knowledge and Skills, a statewide
summative instrument. Oregon law requires public schools to administer and collect work
samples yearly from students in grades 3-8 as part of a local assessment plan.7
In this eastern Oregon school district, this requirement is enacted at the building level,
with many schools choosing to implement a more frequent routine of quarterly or monthly
collection, as well as extending collection in some form to the primary grades. This includes
adherence to a protocol that is defined in Oregon‘s 2011-12 Test Administration Manual,
including the stipulation that ―(a)lthough individual student work samples may grow out of
preliminary group work, students must complete their work samples independently with no
inappropriate feedback, coaching, or editing suggestions from anyone, including teachers,
parents, or peers‖ (Oregon Department of Education, 2012, pp. M-6). Students complete
separate tasks for writing, speaking, mathematics problem solving, and scientific inquiry.
Instruction preceding work samples should address specific Oregon standards that support
successful completion of a task. In all assessment cases, ideal student responses will reflect the
integration of a wide range of knowledge and skills and exhibit thoughtful applications of these.
The 2014 implementation of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) has initiated
important shifts that will impact instructional and work sample content. Some of these shifts are
likely to summon more vigorous applications of synthesis and analysis from students. To
explore these changes, this school district during 2012 to capitalize on a unique opportunity to
draw work sample tasks from CCSS resources, rather than from typical Oregon prompts.
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To satisfy Oregon Essential Skills requirements, work samples must be scored with the
use of an official, state-approved scoring guide. Student responses are scored across a number of
traits using a rubric that addresses both quantitative and qualitative dimensions that are
ultimately translated into numerical scores. Although classroom teachers often undertake the
responsibility of scoring their students‘ work, this protocol is sometimes organized as a shared
responsibility across grade levels, and may be completed by any certified staff member with
appropriate training.
Participants
Student responses for this study were collected from a rural eastern Oregon school
district that serves a town with a population of approximately 11,000. The 2011-2012
enrollment of the district included 60.7% Hispanic/Latino students and 34.2% White students.
The average percentage of students qualifying for free/reduced lunches at four of its five
elementary schools was 85%. Data from the current 2012-2013 academic year indicated that
overall district participation included 48.9% Hispanic/Latino students and 26.3% White students.
Student participation in the district‘s English Language Learners (ELL) program was 14.8%,
compared to 8.9% statewide.
The sample was drawn from a district set of K-5 student work samples that included
responses collected from all five elementary schools. The study‘s participants included 74
students total, of whom 37 were Hispanic/Latino ELLs and 37 were European-origin White
students. There were 39 female students and 35 male students. Only fourth and fifth grade
Hispanic/Latino ELLs who had scored a proficiency level of 4 or 5 on the latest ELPA exam, or
who had exited the district ELL program within the year prior to the study, were initially
included for analysis. However, ELL status for one class was not designated, so it is possible
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that responses from several students were overlooked for this analysis. From 38 original
responses, one response was discarded for demonstrating a level of writing skill deemed not
proficient based on original work sample scores (a ―2‖ for each of six scorable traits using the
official six-point Oregon scoring guide). The remaining samples included a mixture of scores
(from ―2‖ to ―5‖). This set represented approximately 97% of available responses from the
original eligible district population. Responses were included from each elementary school, with
14 as the greatest individual number (from a town school) and five the least number (from two
schools, each a smaller, rural school).
After collecting Hispanic/Latino ELL responses, 37 White student responses were then
selected from a pool of 131 (28.2%) based on the following criteria:
1. In order to equalize the level of writing proficiency demonstrated for this task, samples
were chosen that matched Hispanic/Latino ELL samples by grade level regarding the
original scoring on a six-point scale for the six traits delineated by Oregon, or were
within one point in any trait. Scores were not included for six Hispanic/Latino ELL
responses, so these responses were assigned a generalized skill level based on the
researcher‘s knowledge of writing skills at this grade level and experience as a trained
writing scorer. A similar routine was applied to eight White responses that did not
include scores.
2. To minimize effects of different instructional approaches and to broadly simulate
diversity across the district, responses were included from all elementary schools. The
greatest individual building amount was 11 (from a town school), and the least amount
was six (from two schools: one town school and one smaller, rural school).
Additional information about participants is displayed in Tables 2 and 3.
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Table 2
Additional Demographic Characteristics of Participants as a Percentage of the Sample
Birthplace

n

U.S.: District Town

U.S.: Elsewhere

U.S.: Total

International

Hispanic/Latino
White

37
37

46.0
56.8

32.4
43.2

78.4
100

21.6a
0.0

Contiguous Years in District
Prior to Task Completion

n

Five or more years

Average years b

Range of years b

Hispanic/Latino
White

37
37

46.0
67.6

3.8
4.4

0.33 - 7
0.33 - 6

Home or Priority Language c

n

Spanish

English

Hispanic/Latino
White

37
37

100
0.0

0.0
100

a

All international births occurred in Mexico. b Expressed as counts of years. cDetermined by the district‘s Home
Language Survey, completed at registration by the child‘s parent/guardian.
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Table 3
Additional Background Characteristics of ELL Students: Participation in District English Language Development
(ELD) Program as a Percentage of the Sample (n = 37)

Woodcock -Muñoz composite score a

Date of initial identification prior to task

1

2

3

4

8.1

13.5

73.0

5.4

< 1 year

1-2 years

3-4 years

5-6 years b

5.4

13.5

18.9

62.2

Note. The district‘s ELD plan requires all students to be screened and placed within the ELD program within the
first 30 days of the school year. For students who arrive after the beginning of school, this timeline is compressed to
ten days.
a
The Woodcock -Muñoz Language Survey, the district‘s initial ELD program screening tool, identifies a student‘s
Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP). The version used for screening incorporates this information
into five levels, expressed within a composite score of1-5, with a score of 5 designated as the most advanced level of
English proficiency. A score that is less than 4 generates automatic consideration for placement in the ELD
program. Additional data may also be included within team discussion, particularly for students who score higher
than a 3. No ELD students in this sample scored a 5 at their initial screening, so only data for levels 1-4 are included.
b
While this data may appear to conflict with that presented in Table 1 regarding contiguous years in t he district, it in
fact represents the reality that students have moved out of the district and returned within this time frame

Data Collection
Writing prompts were administered by K-5 classroom teachers using standard, districtapproved routines for work sample collection at various times during April and May 2012.
Demographical data was compiled for each response during this period. Samples were scored
according to standard building routines. In late May, responses were utilized by instructio nal
coaches from the district for analysis of program strengths and weaknesses. Data was reanalyzed
for this study with the district‘s permission.
Role of the Researcher
The researcher currently holds a K-8 district instructional coaching position within this
school district. This role includes both professional development and curricular responsibilities.
Within the course of these duties, the researcher organized and communicated specific Common
Core shifts that would be introduced as part of Spring 2012 work sample collection, and led a
review of student responses by district instructional coaches.
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The researcher has over ten years of experience with the work sample process across the
K-5 grade levels, primarily as an elementary classroom teacher and a building and district
writing coach (she was not involved in the original scoring of these student responses). This
experience includes responsibility for designing and implementing instruction that is
foundational to successful student work samples, training experiences, scoring, and organizing
professional development for other teachers. As a public school educator for over 20 years, she
has taught all grades K-5 and will draw on an experienced knowledge of writing instruction for
this study.
Task Design
Tasks were originally compiled by the researcher for district purposes to reflect
impending Common Core State Standards curricular shifts. Each task consisted of at least one
prompt that students responded to. All fourth and fifth grade students responded to a single
prompt that required writers to construct an argument for a particular position. Only one prompt
was made available so as to increase both instructional dialogue and the pool of responses that
might be similarly compared. This ―field trip‖ prompt was from a compilation designed for
persuasive work samples, and was selected based on its resemblance to a CCSS exemplar
response for fourth grade (also designed to express support for a field trip), its ability to activate
background knowledge for the majority of its students, and its motivating potential:
Write a letter to the school principal or PTO in support of a field trip to learn
more about a topic you have been studying (any topic, any place). Be sure to
thoroughly answer the question of why your field trip should be funded.
The CCSS shift toward a major emphasis upon writing to support an opinion represented a new
and often difficult curricular focus for most elementary teachers. Teachers were provided a
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selection of resources designed to support their instruction in these areas, including a traditional
persuasive essay template, but were not required to use these. However, it was not acceptable
for teachers to require students to use templates during the window of actual work sample
collection.
Design and Procedures
This was primarily a quantitative study that began with isolating variables through
successively refined process of coding, continued with additional quantitative analysis using
statistical tools, and concluded by providing augmented understanding of context through the
inclusion of student excerpts drawn from response data.
Coding process. Open coding was initially used to identify divergent responses of
Hispanic/Latino ELL and European-origin White students. Extended experience with the
curriculum content, developmental range, and work produced by this age group were important
assets for this initial stage of discernment. Areas of initial differentiation included aspects of
structure, language, experiences, and other potentially cultural features that have been suggested
to interact with cognitive tasks. These were organized into proposed categories for the broader
study. Eventually, these categories were pared to represent variables that had the capacity to
authentically evidence cultural influences. The initial variable structured for this early foray was
elaboration.
Procedures for collection of initial writing data. Guidelines for data collection relative
to elaboration were informed by Jobson and O‘Kierney‘s (2008) cross-cultural study of
autobiographical memories, in which they included a description of counts of elaboration. 8
8

Jobson and O‘Kierney (2008, p. 77) specify for their study that ―elaboration was scored as the

number of unique, nonredundant units of information referencing person, place, feeling,
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Thus, elaboration was analyzed by counting the number of units (words/phrases) that added new
information to an initial reason cited by the writer. For example, the first sentence of a
paragraph might read one good reason for going to the zoo is that there are new kinds of animals
to see. The sentence following this, we could see lions, counted as one elaboration. However, if
the sentence read, We could see lions, tigers, and elephants, three units are counted because of
the addition of two additional, individual nouns: tigers and elephants.
Pilot study. Following the open coding process, a pilot study was employed to establish
viability for analysis of these tentative variables. Procedures used for coding during the pilot
study were then refined and extended to include all cases. The pilot study utilized a sample set
that included five cases each from Hispanic/Latino and European-origin White students. Student
responses from the pilot study were incorporated into the final overall sample.
Reliability. The researcher and a second rater coded all ten responses of the pilot study,
representing 13.5% of the total writing responses for the study. The second rater is a K-5
building instructional coach who was formerly a fourth-grade teacher and an experienced work
sample scorer. Responses for the first two cases were coded one at a time, followed by
discussion and calibration. The remaining items were rated independently. Most differences
were resolved through brief discussion.
Reliability was calculated using Pearson‘s coefficient. Reliability for elaboration was
initially not good (r = .503). However, with the removal of a single outlier related to a
particularly opaque passage in the fourth sample, reliability increased to an acceptable level (r =
.899). Discussion following this difference resulted in some minor clarification and refinement
of the coding procedure for elaboration.
descriptor, personal evaluation, dialogue, and so on.‖
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Procedures for collection of final writing data. Closer inspection of elaborative
elements revealed inconsistencies regarding organization of the body and paragraphs of
responses, repetitive features, and non-argumentative genre elements. Thus, the observation of
elaborative differences in student writing proved to be the foothold from which more specific
variables were analyzed. These variables included organization, direct/indirect language, and
genre elements.
Organization. To evaluate the structure of written responses, the researcher applied
fourth and fifth grade elements of the Common Core State Standards for argumentative writing
(see Appendix). Written responses that conformed to the strict language of the standards were
coded as CCSS, while those that did not were coded as non-CCSS.
Direct/indirect language. To evaluate important use of either direct or indirect language,
all 74 responses were analyzed individually for evidence of repetition of themes, main ideas, or
phrases, a feature of indirect language (Hinkel, 1997). Writing with no evidence of repetition
was coded as direct, while writing that evidenced repetition of a key idea or theme was coded as
indirect.
Genre elements. The 44 non-CCSS responses were also analyzed for evidence of the
inclusion of elements that strayed from the argumentative genre into another mode. There were
16 responses that were written either entirely or in part using language appropriate for either
narrative or expository writing. These last responses were coded accordingly regarding genre.
Statistical analysis. Following the coding process, descriptive results were expressed as
counts and percentages. Further statistical analysis using Fisher‘s exact test was conducted with
each variable by ethnicity. In all cases, the alpha level of significance was set at .1 to
accommodate the relatively small sample size. These approaches are similar to those used in
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other cross-cultural studies of cognition (Darwish & Huber, 2003; Garrett-Peters & Fox, 2007; P.
Li et al., 2011).
Qualitative elements. After quantitative analysis of all variables, excerpts from student
responses were collected to lend texture to statistical findings. The combination of these
illustrative examples with inferential statistical analysis and an explicit description of coding
methods created a balance that constituted adequate triangulation for this study.
Research Ethics
Data collection procedures for this study are in accordance with Standard 8.05(1)(a) of
the Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct. This standard allows for
exemption from informed consent because this is a district-approved reanalysis of data originally
collected by schools according to conditions inherent within normal educational settings.
Identifiable data such as names will not be included in the study. Data will be retained in both
original and digital format according to school district procedures.
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CHAPTER 4
Findings
Introduction
How were organizational and elaborative differences manifested in student writing?
Before examining this additional context, it will be helpful to recall that the primary focus of this
study requires a rather messy sorting of cultural (characteristic belief patterns or practices of a
particular group) and instructional (resulting from formal academic experiences) influences,
requiring some careful consideration. Thus, findings relative to the use of academic vocabulary,
for example, are not included in these results because acquisition of such language is linked to
the instructional setting. Likewise, choices regarding destinations are highly susceptible to
socioeconomic experiences rather than culture as a molding influence.
Less arbitrary are systems for presenting ideas that reveal patterns of expression and
communication. Along these lines, the writing of these groups clearly diverged in the area of
organizational structure, in which White students seemed to more comfortably default to a
traditional Western essay structure of direct language within a linear, expository framework.
Hispanic/Latino students, on the other hand, displayed a more indirect, circuitous style that at
times incorporated narrative elements. Differences will be described in the following three
sections according to three categories: linear and non-linear organization, use of direct/indirect
language, and inclusion of either narrative or expository elements.
Linear and Non-Linear Organization
The sequential style of a traditional persuasive template seemed to appeal more readily to
White students, who tended to organize their writing with reasons and subsequent clusters of
supporting details presented hierarchically. The tendency to structure an argumentative response
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that conformed to the CCSS standards descriptors was manifested by 64.9% of White students,
but only 16.2% of Hispanic/Latino students. Fisher‘s Exact Test results found this difference to
be statistically significant with a large effect size, p < .01, .
The following excerpts from responses of White students illustrate this strong tendency to
move ideas along within argumentative expression in a lean, linear fashion9 . Examples and
details are grouped immediately following main ideas:
I think 5th graders should go to Sea World because it would be educational. It would be
fun. It would get us wet. First, it would be educational because we would learn about
sea creatures. One example is that we could learn about dolphins and stingrays. Another
is we could feed a lot of sea creatures like sharks, sea lions, stingrays, dolphins and
walruses. Next, it would be fun because there are rides and shows. One ride is called
Wild Arctic….
(White male, fifth grade)
This writer summarizes reasons during the introduction, and then begins to deconstruct each
reason with more detailed discussion.
The fourth graders at --- Elementary deserve a great fieldtrip. The Boise Zoo is a
sensational place for kids to go on a fieldtrip. Kids can learn how animals live, they
9

Regarding excerpts of student responses displayed in this study, it may assist the reader to

―downshift‖ expectations to those which are appropriate for middle childhood learners. Minor
spelling and grammatical errors have been corrected to improve readability, as this does not
detracted from the variables considered. Paragraph breaks have been eliminated because of the
short length of the texts. Unfortunately, any excerpt loses some degree of overall context.
However, space prohibited the inclusion of the entirety of one- to two-page responses.
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could see new animals, and the bus driver wouldn‘t have to go far. It would be amazing
for us to go and learn about all the animals. We could learn about their territories and
what they eat. Kids in our class are constantly reading about animals. They would love
to go and explore the miraculous animals at the zoo. There are also animals at the zoo
that we have never seen before. For example, giant lizards. Kids in our class have read
about them and now know some of their features, like their scales….
(White female, fourth grade)
In contrast to these, Hispanic/Latino responses often exhibited a more diffuse, flexible structure.
This writer lists a reason to travel to the zoo—there are a lot of interesting things there—then
includes a series of questions and observations about zoo animals:
I would like to go to Boise Zoo because there [are] a lot of interesting thing[s] there like
how do they feed the animals? Or what do they do when the animals are sick. In Boise
Zoo we could learn about the animals‘ habitat or where do the animals come from?
There [are] a lot of thing we could learn [at the] Boise Zoo.
(H/L female, fifth grade)
Similarly, this writer notes the importance of the U.S. Mint as a destination, and then lists many
loosely connected statements about what he wishes to learn and see:
The place I think is the most important to go is the U.S. Mint. I want to learn how they
made money. I also want to learn what kind of material they used. I want to see how the
machine works. Also you can see the place it is in. Going to the U.S. Mint should be a
good idea because if they‘re teaching you it in school you can learn more.
(H/L male, fourth grade)
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The conclusion of argumentative rhetoric is traditionally placed at the end, expressed as a
summary of reasons listed during the introduction. It is an essential organizational element of
the template outlined in the Common Core State Standards for these two grade levels. However,
White students (83.8%) were much more likely to include an adequate conclusion compared to
Hispanic/Latino students (56.8%). Fisher‘s Exact Test results found this difference to be
statistically significant with a moderate effect size, p = .01, .
White students were more apt to use a conclusion in traditional Western fashion, that is,
to succinctly restate an opinion: ―That‘s why we should go to Crater Lake‖ (female, fourth
grade), ―…now you know why I think 5th grade should go to Sea World‖ (male, fifth grade), and
―In conclusion, we think it is a good idea that we should take field trips on people we learned
about‖ (male, fifth grade).
In contrast, Hispanic/Latino writers often ended their responses abruptly with the trailing
sentence of the final paragraph and with little to no reference to their original opinions. For
example, each of the following excerpts constitute the essence of the final statement for a
Hispanic/Latino response: ―If we have enough money we might be able to let 4th grade come
with us‖ (male, fifth grade), ―If we learn all this we might get good grades at a quiz,‖ (male, fifth
grade), and ―…he told me that he has a lot of fun in his classes‖ (female, fourth grade).
Direct and Indirect Language
For all 74 students, 91.9% of White students manifested the prevalent use of direct
language in their responses, while 56.8% of Hispanic/Latino students manifested use of indirect
language as constituted by repetition of a key idea or theme. Fisher‘s Exact Test results found
this difference to be statistically significant with a large effect size, p < .01, 
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The following two excerpts are paragraphs that offer clear evidence of the use of direct

language through development of a single important idea in one instance:
Another reason it is a good idea is because the trip will be educational. The students will
get to learn science and social studies. We will not only see it in a book or in a picture
we will get to see in real life. We will get to see antiques, old pictures, and we will get to
see the date and time when stuff happened. Also we will get to hear stories about stuff
that has happened in the past.
(White female, fifth grade)
One reason [to go is] that it is safe for little kids. Well, here [is] one reason it‘s safe for
little kids. On the bumper cars, they have seatbelts so you won‘t fall out. When you go
on the slide, they give you lifejackets. After you get on you have to get on with an adult
so you can stay safe when you go down the slide.
(H/L female, fifth grade)
Instances of direct language strongly coincided with use of an organizational structure
consistent with the Common Core State Standards. To understand how use of language may be
distinguished from structure, it is helpful to think of repetition as a roundabout way to create
emphasis or highlights. In this way, it is easier to realize how a structure aligned with the
standards would also scaffold the use of direct language and discourage the use of indirect
language.
To underscore this difference further, it is helpful to examine the 44 responses of those
students who failed to meet the standards criteria. The written ideas of most of the 31
Hispanic/Latino students (64.5%) in this group were linked in a more circuitous and indirect
fashion that typically folded a main idea as a returning thread throughout a passage, at times

45
using narrative as a way of illustrating the potential appeal of a given destination. In contrast,
the writing of 76.9% of the 13 White students who did not attain standards was still found to be
direct in the sense that the writing was sequential and very rarely repetitious. Fisher‘s Exact Test
results found this difference to be statistically significant with a moderate effect size, p = .01,



Excerpts from students‘ responses illustrate these differences. For example, the writing

of Hispanic/Latino students often began with an idea that linked to additional ideas, with an
abrupt return to the original main point further on. This sometimes occurred within one or two
paragraphs, as in the writing of this fifth grade male, who continually returns to a learning theme
without the distinct expression of a main idea (phrases within this theme are bolded).
I thought we could go to Wahooz….We could play lazertag, bumpercars. We can learn
how to be more creative in a way. I never went there. I think some of the kids in our
class might like it. It might be educational on some of the games. On some of the
games you need to know math. You could give us a chance to go. There might be
interesting things there. It‘s almost graduation day.
(H/L male, fifth grade)
Similarly, this student interweaves an important theme of the value of trying new things:
I think we should go ice-skating. I have never done it before. It sounds like a lot of
fun. I‘m not just talking about 4th grade; I am talking about the whole school. Of course
in different days and months. It is only if the PTO can afford it. It’s something new for
some people. If the PTO can also do it in different years, if they have to. A bunch of
kids haven‘t went ice-skating before. Especially if it‘s a hot day. What a way to cool off
and relax. Also to have a bunch of fun and to try new things. To hang with friends and
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try this new thing. Play…in a cold relaxing place. Surrounded by snow. Also to keep
trying new things. No quitting cause you knew that you can do it if you try.
(H/L female, fourth grade)
Repetition figured prominently in these responses, with writers re-expressing key ideas or
themes with successively slightly different language or details. In fact, many of these strands
might well have constituted a successful paragraph as defined by standards if they had been
grouped together. For example, the three reasons (in bold) cited by this writer are actually
variations on the main reason, which is a desire to learn more about animals:
There are many reasons why I want to go to the Boise Zoo. I want to go to the Boise Zoo
because I want to learn more about animals. I want to learn more about animals
because someone might tell me to write information….The third reason why I want to go
to the Boise Zoo is because there are some educational things about animals….The
last reason why I want to go to the Boise Zoo is because I want to learn more things
about the most interesting animals in the zoo. I obviously do want to go to the Boise
Zoo.
(H/L male, fifth grade)
Another writer wrote two paragraphs that had the same essential meaning, each ending
with the same phrase that seemed to serve as an anchor (bolded):
The field trip I would like to go to is the Oregon Trail Museum because it will be better
than reading a book or looking at the Internet. If you read a book it will take forever
because you have to read and read and read. Some books take days to read. Sometimes
the Internet doesn‘t work. Also, the Internet shows a note that says this is not
available, please try again. When you go on a field trip you would like to be there in

47
person and not read a book or look in the Internet….It is fun when you look at the exhibit
than look at pictures in [a] book or in the Internet. Also, if you go to a museum in person
you won‘t have to see the note that says this is not available, please try again because
you will see it in person and not in a computer or in a book.
(H/L female, fourth grade)
This student uses a roundabout, almost conversational discussion about tornadoes to underscore
her enthusiasm for her destination choice:
I think we should go to L.A. for a field trip in one of these days. I want to go really bad
because we used to study things about that and I just thought that if we would
actually see one in real life it would be pretty cool, also it would be our first time
seeing one because there‘s no tornados here. We should go even though sometimes it
dangerous because we could be a couple miles away from it and still see how tornados
form, or just hear about them in the news or on the radio. I think it would be very
interesting for kids and even for teachers to see a tornado because we could only hear
about them but not see it, which I think everyone would like to do….Once again, like I
told you before, it would be pretty awesome to go.
(H/L female, fifth grade)
The above writer appears to use the phrase, once again, like I told you before, to bring the
discussion back to her point that a field trip to L.A. would be ―awesome.‖ Transitional phrases
that appeared designed to refocus the reader‘s attention surfaced in the writing of other
Hispanic/Latino writers, including those whose writing conformed to the CCSS standards.
Examples include: as I was saying, you already know, let me just say again, obviously, and I
hope by now.
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Another example of a transition phrase is found in this excerpt, in which the writer uses
the phrase like I said before, to draw the reader‘s attention to a repeated theme of fun (in bold):
I think we should go to the Discovery Center [a science museum] as a field trip. Well,
like I said before, we should go so we can have some fun. And we also can discover
some stuff. This is a great opportunity for me to find other important stuff…. we can
have a lot of fun. And we also can enjoy our field trip. And last but not least do some
fun stuff….I want to learn some cool and important information.
(H/L female, fourth grade)
The opposite trend was true of White students. Even among White writers whose responses fell
short of all the required CCSS structural elements, language was consistently direct and succinct.
The following two examples illustrates a tendency to develop a main idea in a single instance:
We can even learn about the artifacts. Like, we can learn where it came from, what it‘s
made out of, or who owns it. It can be any kind of artifact, like a diary, a picture, or even
clothes.
(White male, fifth grade)
We should go to Alaska. We could climb, ski, snowboard and snowmobile…. When
climbing we could look for rocks and other things…. When skiing and snowboarding we
would just have fun…. When snowmobiling we could learn how to operate engines.
(White male, fifth grade)
These two writers display a typical linearity to concisely develop a simple argument:
I would like you to fund us to go to the YMCA in Boise. We have been learning about
salmon. Salmon swim in water. So our field trip is water-related.
(White male, fourth grade)
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I think that the fifth grade classes should get to go on a field trip to an all about space
museum, because we have been learning about that, and to know some of us had only
studied 1 or 2 things about space and there are millions and millions of things to study in
space. That is not including spaceships and space satellites. So really, more like billions
and billions of things in space.
(White female, fifth grade)
Narrative and Expository Elements
Of the 44 student responses that did not meet CCSS criteria, 16 included at least partial
response portions in another genre. Similar proportions from each group exhibited this type of
response (35.5% Hispanic/Latino and 38.5% White students). However, when the 16 responses
were analyzed separately for differences, an interesting dichotomy emerged. Regarding
Hispanic/Latino writers, six out of 11 (54.5%) wrote in a narrative genre, while the remaining
five (45.5%) wrote an essentially expository response. The five White writers (100%) all wrote
a primarily expository response. Fisher‘s Exact Test results found this difference to be
statistically significant with a moderate effect size, p = .058, . 
Narrative elements incorporated by Hispanic/Latino students focused on prior or potential
experiences that related to their choice of a destination for the class field trip:
I think Mrs. --- should be able to say [yes] for this fun field trip. First, we [went] there
and it was fun because we went through some slides with some rails down the slide when
you get close to the end, you drop. There is a mini waterfall. It is cool because you
could swim if you wanted to but you don‘t have to. Then we got something to eat and
when we finished eating we went back in groups and went swimming. Next we swam for
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a long time and what was fun was it has waves. After that….
(H/L male, fifth grade)
I want to go to the mountains. We can go there and learn about mountain habitats. We
can also camp there and learn about camping…. At night we could build a campfire. We
can also roast marshmallows under the stars. Then, when they are hot and ready we could
eat them. We can also sing campfire songs. Then, we could go to sleep in our camping
tents. We can wake up early to see animals. We can feed the animals plants and meat.
Then, they will know we are friendly. We could also pet the deer. The animals will feel
so happy.
(H/L female, fourth grade)
We should go to Wahooz for our end-of-the-school field trip. Next day we can stay there
for three days. For the second day we can bring a tent and maybe sleep there. On the
second day we can also ride all the rides…. Then ride 20 rides and eat dessert and go to
sleep in any tent…. Third day: on the third day we can get up and eat breakfast. Then
ride, ride, ride till we can‘t ride no more. Then eat lunch at 11:35….
(H/L male, fifth grade)
Conversely, the White writers who strayed from the argumentative genre were exclusively
preoccupied with factual details:
If I were to go on a road trip I would choose Colorado. You can learn so many facts
about Colorado…. If you study you would know that Colorado‘s state bird is the Lark
Bunting…. Colorado‘s state tree is the Colorado Blue Spruce. Pike‘s Peak is America‘s
most famous mountain….The population in Colorado was 2,619,000.
(White female, fifth grade)
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I would like to go to the YMCA. The reason I want to go to the YMCA is because they
have a water slide. A lazy river. A diving board. And it is completely safe. The YMCA
has lifeguards everywhere. And they have a game room. The game room has two pingpong tables. And [a] Foosball game. The YMCA also has Legos. And a huge, huge
basketball court. And pizza. They have any kind you like. And any pop you like….
(White male, fourth grade)
Similarly, this writer elaborates on her idea for a trip to the beach by listing a series of activities:
I think we should go to the Coast because you can get a souvenir from the gift shop. We
can see cool starfish on the rocks. You can try to rip a starfish off a rock. You can go to
play in the ocean. You can see sea lions. You can see a dolphin. You can actually see a
shark! You can relax at the coast. We can eat seafood. If you look really close you can
see an island. We can make sand castles. Play in the sand. We can get ice cream from
the ice cream shop. We can float in the water. I think it would be a really fun trip….
(White female, fourth grade)
Summary
Clear statistical and textual differences were evident between Hispanic/Latino and White
students‘ responses in three areas: organizational structure, language use, and types of
nonargumentative genre elements. These differences were highly counter to one another, with
White students more apt to utilize a linear structure with direct language and occasional
expository elements, as opposed to the tendency of Hispanic/Latino students to write more
diffusely, incorporating more indirect language and narrative elements.
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CHAPTER 5
Discussion
Quantitative analysis using inferential statistics elicited three major findings with respect
to potential cultural differences between the argumentative responses of these White and
Hispanic/Latino fourth and fifth grade writers:
1. Organization: White students aligned with a traditional, linear argumentative template,
while Hispanic/Latino students manifested a more flexible style that incorporated
repeating elements. An accompanying, important finding related to organization was the
stronger tendency for White students to include a conclusion in accordance with
standards.
2. Language: White students consistently used direct language that explicitly conveyed
meaning, while Hispanic/Latino students were more apt to use an indirect style of
language, a recursive fashion that introduced subtle variations of a single theme. This
finding was consistent when standards-aligned responses were excluded from subsequent
analysis.
3. Genre: Of students who did not meet the standards criteria for argumentative writing,
White students were more likely to incorporate expository elements, while
Hispanic/Latino students were more likely to utilize narrative elements.
As we seek to situate these findings within existing literature and understand their implications
for instruction, it is key to remind ourselves that the language of the Common Core State
Standards regarding writing for argument is clear about required elements of argumentative
writing from students by the fifth grade: a rigidly-structured response marked by a logical
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sequence of well-supported reasons (Kellogg, 1999; Oldfather, 2007).10
First, a clear difference emerged regarding organization of ideas for the opinion task,
with White and Hispanic/Latino student responses diverging with respect to linearity. The act of
translating one‘s thoughts into a coherent, written format requires considerable use of the
cognitive processes of attention, planning and evaluation (Matlin, 2009; Rocci, 2006), and
decisions regarding organization may potentially facilitate knowledge recall (Kellogg, 1994). In
order to moderate the inevitable cognitive load required by these processes, instructional
decisions tend to scaffold the writing experience as a series of draft phases, requiring the author
to periodically reflect and refine to achieve clarity in presentation. Flowers and Hayes (1981)
articulate a classic theory of writing whereby, following the initial generation of ideas, the
cognitively complex process of organization summons multiple tiers of operations, including
categorization, use of hierarchy, patterning, textual discrimination, and goal-setting, and may
usher in creative elements as the writer endeavors to shape meaning.
As we have seen from a review of the literature, culture interacts with many of these
areas. In the present study, the written responses of White students reflected a tendency toward
deconstruction of main reasons, using specific details and concrete examples to build increasing
focus into the discourse. This type of linearity is consonant with acknowledged traits of Western
argumentation (Bock, 2006). This trait has also been documented as well-represented within
White mainstream expression, including traditional stories with significant structure (Holtgraves,
10

CCSS ELA-Literacy W.5.1a: ―Introduce a topic…clearly, state an opinion, and create an

organizational structure in which ideas are logically grouped to support the writer‘s purpose,‖
and W.5.1b: ―Provide logically ordered reasons that are supported by facts and details.‖
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1997; Kim, Sharkey, & Singelis, 1994; Y. S. Park & Kim, 2008), assertive and clear
communication (Buchtel & Norenzayan, 2008; Norenzayan, Smith, Kim, & Nisbett, 2002), and
the use of logic embedded in categorization strategies guided by rules, notably independent of
context (Kim & Kim, 1997; Y. S. Park & Kim, 2008). This may also be a glimpse at an early
stage of increasing emphasis upon clarity (2010) and reason rather than relationships,
reminiscent of Gusa‘s (Connor, 1996; Montaño-Harmon, 1991; Spicer-Escalante, 2005; Zhu,
2001) ―encapsulated brain.‖ The new writing standards provide comfortable scaffolding for
these tendencies.
The writing task responses of Hispanic/Latino students characteristically employed a
more flexible and recursive structure that allowed for the diffusion of particular themes or ideas.
This is consistent with the findings of other studies of the writing of Hispanic-Latino students of
Mexican descent (Fort, 1971; Newell et al., 2011; Yeh, 1998). This structure was less aligned to
the argumentative writing standards template outlined within the Common Core State Standards
(CCSS). Most did not organize their response with individual main ideas with immediate
support specific to each of these reasons in a manner the standards refer to as logically
grouped.11 This is crucial to note, because while effective argumentative writing may be
manifested within a variety of forms (Yeh, 1998), it is most consistently evaluated based on the
strength of support for claims (Hinkel, 1997) and presentation (Hinkel, 1997).
Second, the recursive and repetitive style of writing used by many Hispanic/Latino
students may be considered a form of indirect language (Connor, 1996; Kaplan, 1966; Riding,
1989), one that contrasts with the syntactical and semantic development that is relatively
11

Although the CCSS do not specify the cultural nature of the phrase logically grouped, the clear

inference is that this is a reference to the traditional Western structure of argumentative essays .
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independent of context that is evidenced in the responses of White students. It is not entirely
surprising that this trait should persist, given both the indirect attributes of the Spanish language
as a whole, and Mexican Spanish in particular (Berman, 1994; Jarvis & Pavlenko, 2007) and that
L2 writers transfer at least some L1 learnings into expression using the second language (Gee,
2007; Lave, 1997; Robertson, 2001; Seifert, 1999).
Cognitively speaking, learners draw upon prior context to make sense of new
conventions of discourse, logic and problem solving appropriate for a particular task or domain
(Frajzyngier & Jirsa, 2006; Holtgraves, 1986). Because the use of direct and indirect language is
rooted in interpersonal perspectives and goals that permeate a culture (Gee, 2007), requiring
sophisticated levels of discernment to ascertain the proper situations for employing them (Gee,
2007; Spiro & DeSchryver, 2009), the process of learning new cultural patterns of
communication is often an ill-structured task replete with layers of implicit meaning (Atkinson,
as cited by Hinkel, 1997; Gee, 2007). This is further complicated by the fact that routines of
discourse may be highly variable even within a given culture or geographical area, making
translation an ongoing, challenging matter of situation-specific interpretation by L2s (Gee, 2007;
Kaplan, 1966).
Within rhetorical discourse, choices regarding the use of either direct or indirect language
have accrued and formalized because of particular philosophical and social goals (P. Brown &
Levinson, 1987; Hinkel, 1997; Matalene, 1985). Thus, repetition in discourse for some
collectivist cultures represents an indirect means of emphasis and politeness that is typically
expressed in other ways in English writing (2008). Its clarity depends upon an understanding of
context, and because of this, choice of language calls into play cognitive processes such as
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perception and attention that are attuned to specific environmental, affective, and motivational
cues.
As to the third major finding, the small but instructive dichotomy between White
responses that exclusively veered toward the inclusion of expository elements and
Hispanic/Latino responses that incorporated narrative adds additional dimension to a cultural
intersection with this writing task. Genre is essentially a culture-cognition construct, as it is an
internalized schema of social origins. Bruce (2008) relates several theories of genre construction
that emphasize a central role for cognitive processes involving categorization. Simultaneously,
as with direct and indirect language, genre may be molded to suit the purposes of a particular
culture, thus requiring some deciphering on the part of newcomers (Martínez-Roldán & LópezRobertson, 1999; Reese, 2012).
Constructing narrative in a variety of forms serves a central and connective role within
the communication patterns of Hispanic/Latino students and their families, serving to induce
both cohesion within the family (Delgado-Gaitan, 2005; Espinosa & Ochoa, 1986; Mercado,
2005) and scaffolding into the educational environment (Reese, 2012). Its elevation as an oral
literacy is likely due to an historic suppression of Spanish writing among indigenous peoples in
colonial Latin America (2012, p. 289). Various ethnographic accounts have detailed ways in
which Hispanics/Latinos use the device of narrative both intuitively and intentionally to
construct understandings related to their everyday lives. Reese (Duke & Kays, 1998; Zecker,
1999) noted that Hispanic/Latino family experiences are frequently replicated as narrative stories
in which ―the style is conversational and intimate, with a focus on the sequence of events.‖
From a pedagogical perspective, children are able to discriminate between genres from
early childhood (C. A. Donovan & Smolkin, 2006), and by third grade exhibit a comfortable use
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of basic forms of both narrative and informational texts from which they might ideally build
toward expression of more sophisticated variants of these modes (Devitt, 2008). This knowledge
also gives students a conceptual framework from which to draw on to explore new tasks (Tardy,
2006), particularly if it is amplified with synergistic use of textual models (Englert, Mariage, &
Dunsmore, 2006) and explicit practice that develops the understanding and use of cognitive tools
and metacognitive strategies that support writing growth (Bruce, 2008; Tardy, 2006). Further,
because the development of genre knowledge is an integrative process that rests heavily upon
experiential knowledge, it is key to bridge—rather than discard—students‘ use of genres that
appear inconsistent with the intent of a specific task (Graff, 2003). Thus, the incorporation of
narrative elements by those who are still making sense of the current task may be seen as a
natural way to begin to explore task-related ideas through written language, and is not
necessarily incompatible with argumentative presentation (Contreras & Stritikus, 2008).
Still, it is reasonable for us to wonder to some degree why discrepancies exist between
these two groups regarding responses to the same argumentative writing task, given they were
closely matched according to overall scores of writing ability. 12 In addition, they shared the
same classroom instruction with peers from the other ethnic group. Further, the standards shift
required many elementary teachers to include argumentative writing for the first time that year.
Ostensibly, all students would have begun from the same general baseline of academic
knowledge and instruction.
Partial explanation may reside in language status. By definition, ELL Hispanic/Latino
students generally possess a limited repertoire of academic vocabulary in comparison to their
12
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native English-speaking peers, and require extended time to develop this capacity (Nippold &
Ward-Lonergan, 2010). If we look to more advanced features of language, there is some
evidence which indicates that higher verbal reasoning ability as measured by success with
analogies is linked to more skilled argumentative writing (Chambliss & Murphy, 2002). Finally,
there is vigorous interaction between reading and writing (Moore & MacArthur, 2012), and it
appears that engaging with texts that are structured specifically for argument leads to improved
argumentative writing (Newell et al., 2011). Thus, we may perhaps surmise that without this
opportunity—perhaps in Spanish and English—Hispanic/Latino students will have difficulty
apprehending the inherent goals and process necessary for constructing an argument that
conforms to the requirements of the new standards.
It is particularly this last point that we might wish to consider within the context of the
acquisition of a habit of mind toward the type of argumentative writing that is traditional in
Western academic circles, one that takes an extended period of time for an individual or culture
to develop (J. Li, 2012). In fact, argumentative discourse is an ancient and finely honed
European tradition, remarkably consistent in its adherence to a basic structure developed and
employed by orators of classical times. It has been continually sustained through core European
values of autonomy and individualism that have been reinvigorated with the advent of
democracy. The Western conception of education places great premium on self-expression,
sensory exploration of the material world, and extrication of knowledge in a series of logical
steps independent of interpersonal or emotional textures (Fuligni, 1998; Yamamoto & Li, 2012).
There is little doubt that these are culturally differentiating values at a level as basic as
the family unit (Kitayama & Uskul, 2011). As it is reasonable to expect many Hispanic/Latino
students to revert to a style of discourse that is characteristic of both formal and informal
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expressions from their experiences, it is equally reasonable to assume that many European-origin
White students have been immersed in a cultural outlook regarding knowledge and its expression
that they have become habituated to: an efficient, logic-based expression that may be organized
and categorized within a formulaic structure.
Conclusion and Implications
This study began as a search for potential cultural differences captured within cognitive
snapshots of students‘ written responses. We now see results that indicate several differences do
exist between this particular group of Hispanic/Latino students and their White peers, but are
these differences rooted in culture? In fact, this is where the most delicate task begins: to look
carefully at evidence of thought in an effort to parse what may not be entirely parsable.
If one accepts that the development of a distinct cultural outlook is a timebound,
cumulative process (1973) within which many fine layers settle like stream sediment, then are
alternately mingled, cemented and eroded as the elements come and go, one must also accept
that its original, evanescent layers may be indiscoverable. This uncertain core of culture has
been noted by others using different metaphors. Geertz (1980) compared culture to an octopus,
which manages somehow to direct its many semi-independent legs to carry itself along. To
convey the sense that culture may only be studied from a periphery, Schneider (Howard, 2010)
described his subjects as ―informants.‖
Therefore, when we are discussing points of interaction between culture and cognition in
regard to children in American schools, we are plunging into some turbidity (Newell et al.,
2011). We must take into account—and accept—the potential for continual interactions between
the dominant and minority cultures, pedagogical and instructional influences, home and
economic forces. But we should try to do some sorting, even if it is a ragged process, for there is
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much at stake in the way of understanding. For this study, we worked first from the outside
inward, observing for points of differentiation during the coding process—for the archaeologist,
notable shards embedded in the streambed. Discerning some patterns, we next worked from the
inside outward, comparing these patterns between groups. We now must also keep in mind that
we are trying to draw a line to the present, namely, differences relative to new demands brought
about by the Common Core State Standards, and how knowledge of those differences may
inform instruction.
In view of the evidence in combination with the literature, we may conclude that it is
quite possible that elements of culture likely influenced the cognitive perceptions and patterns of
argumentative writing among these elementary school students. This insight may be both useful
and timely, as changes stemming from the new standards will soon strongly impact writing
instruction in Oregon and the rest of the nation. Writing throughout the curriculum will soon
require a new K-5 emphasis upon argumentative writing that demonstrates the marshalling of
adequate evidence to support the writer‘s claims, and a strict form for expression of this
discourse.
In this regard, findings from this study suggest that White students have an advantage of
being steeped in culture that prioritizes individual debate and expression, with an ancient,
traditional form of discourse that efficiently crystallizes ideas and opinions. These students
tended to acclimate quickly to a traditional writing form that prioritizes a rigidly lean and linear
presentation, as well as the use of direct language and deconstruction of reasons. The CCSS
standards align uniformly with this tradition.
The standards may be less advantageous for students in our schools who are from other
cultures. The collective values and tradition of subjugation in Latin American history have
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provided less fertile ground for this style of argumentative discourse. For immigrants, it may
sometimes be difficult to adjust to the formulation and bold articulation of opinion and argument
that occurs on many levels in the U.S. Indeed, the adjectives milquetoast, submissive, spineless,
and mousy are all pejoratives used in our society to deride someone who does not appear to hold,
let alone defend, opinions. It is easy for many Americans to take for granted that our expressed
opinions and proposals for change usually engender little more than disagreement from those
who hear them. This is not the case in much of the rest of the world, and in many areas a
moment of careless expression may cost one his or her life. It is not that logical discourse does
not occur. Rather, it is funneled and shaped by political and cultural forces (Darder, 1991;
Howard, 2010; Kaplan, 1966), and must often become more discreet.
At this point, it is important to recall that many valid forms of logical expression have
been practiced historically throughout the world (Avila & Moore, 2012). Western rhetoric is
neither superior nor inferior to these other forms per se. While the Common Core State
Standards will require instruction of this historically European template, the standards‘ writing
framework does not necessarily exclude appreciation for and instruction in other forms
(Hillocks, 2010; Yeh, 1998). Such flexibility will likely enhance a writing program while
allowing students to gain confidence. Yet, proficiency with the traditional Western
argumentative discourse form, with an emphasis upon the development of claims and warrants,
is important for success in both college and other arenas (Darder, 1991). With this tension, we
walk a fine line and must be conscious of the need to resist the unethical assumption that the
standards epitomize the only learning students ought to encounter, or that they are somehow at
fault if they fail to gain proficiency as easily as those that are more attuned to its cultural
intonations (Gutierrez, 1992).
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Schools require cognizance of the difficulty that may exist for some families in fully
comprehending the skill of free and logical expression as it is conceived in broader U.S. culture.
Our teaching requires sustained attention toward helping students understand and practice the
proper, peaceful expression of ideas. The strength of our democracy depends upon the free
expression of ideas, defining our commonality as a people more than any other value. In
preparing students to assume and enjoy full responsibilities as citizens, American schools have a
corresponding responsibility to prepare students to critically examine and thoughtfully
participate in shaping their communities and nation.
This complex goal cannot be obtained simply through teaching a formatted template for
expression. In fact, overemphasis upon recitation within may hinder Hispanic/Latino students
writing progress (Yeh, 1998). Vibrant habits of oral and written discourse must be woven
throughout the fabric of school routines to instill a habit of mind over time that demonstrates
both acquisition and ease with argumentative writing (D'Angelo, 1974; Larson, 1987). Such a
disposition would extend beyond replication of writing according to a single template to
encompass an engagement with ideas that is reflected by intentional structure on the part of the
writer (De La Paz, 2005). Helping students acquire writing strategies specific to this genre while
scaffolding its use within multiple, genuine explorations can combine to produce successful
writers (2011).
The neuro-interaction model of Kitayama and Uskul (J. S. Brown et al., 1989; Lave &
Wenger, 1991) provides us with a macro-level perspective that demonstrates the need for
adequate time and practice to enable an individual‘s neural framework to adjust to the demands
of new practices. At a micro level, situated learning (Yeh, 1998) may provide the requirement
of social learning through community interaction about relevant, genuine argumentative
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discourse that especially appeals to the cultural values of Hispanics/Latinos and extends the
overall perspective to a practical interpretation for instruction (Newell et al., 2011). This is
fertile ground for future research (Martínez-Roldán & López-Robertson, 1999).
This process should begin by building on existing strengths of Hispanic/Latino students
in the area of language. It is clear that for a number of these Hispanic/Latino students, narrative
and personal experience is a powerful and familiar structure that they easily reference to organize
thought (Espinoza-Herold, 2007; Moll, Armanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992; Saracho, 2007). It is
therefore crucial that schools be aware of and nourish the oral, written, cultural, and experiential
literacies among Hispanic/Latino families that constitute funds of knowledge from which
students may draw in order to create bridges to understanding new concepts (Martínez-Roldán &
López-Robertson, 1999). Experiences should include everyday opportunities (Durning &
Artino, 2011; Greeno, 1997; Matlin, 2009; Schunk, 2012), from which examples of opinion and
argument may be elicited. These should first be subjects for discussion, and then potentially
extended toward written projects that help students develop effective support for claims while
developing meaning within particular forms.
Thus, schools have a determinate role in valuing and augmenting students‘ experiences.
To amplify this potential, reflective practice should attend to an understanding of the discourse
practices and patterns of various cultures, the preservation of rich experiences that stimulate and
connect oral and written language, the establishment of effective vocabulary instruction to
increase all students‘ toolset, and practices that warmly welcome and integrate the experiences of
students from all cultural backgrounds.
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Limitations
This was a study of a specific population of fourth and fifth grade Hispanic/Latino ELL
and White students within a single school district. Despite differences relative to ethnicity, these
students are shaped by mutual geographic, socioeconomic, and community circumstances. As
such, the study offers a high degree of internal validity, but findings may not be generalizable to
other groups. For example, students in urban areas may manifest a different set of responses
than these students, who reside in an agricultural community.
Additionally, it is important to acknowledge the difficulty of making definitive
statements about what is and is not related to one‘s home or ethnic culture. Culture is a dynamic,
interactive phenomenon that is formed as a result of a multitude of social exchanges that provide
influence on a variety of levels. In organic, ecologically valid contexts such as examinations of
student assignments, it is impossible to trace every potential influence that may have shaped
responses. The best that can be done is to capture hints and insights that can be explored further
using a variety of methodologies, and that may encourage educators to think more deeply about
their students‘ backgrounds as a means of informing their instructional practice.
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Appendix
Common Core State Standards (CCSS) – Opinion Writing
Grade 4 (Oregon Department of Education, 2010a)
Grade 5 (Oregon Department of Education, 2010b)

Writing Standards
The following standards offer a focus for instruction to help ensure that students gain adequate mastery
of a range of skills and applications. Each year in their writing, students should demonstrate increasing
sophistication in all aspects of language use, from vocabulary and syntax to the development and
organization of ideas, and they should address increasingly demanding content and sources. Students
advancing through the grades are expected to meet each year’s grade-specific standards and retain or
further develop skills and understandings mastered in preceding grades. The expected growth in student
writing ability is reflected both in the standards themselves and in the collection of annotated student
writing samples in Appendix C.

Writing

4.W

Text Types and Purposes
4.W.1

Write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a point of view with reasons and
information.
a. Introduce a topic or text clearly, state an opinion, and create an organizational
structure in which related ideas are grouped to support the writer’s purpose .
b. Provide reasons that are supported by facts and details.
c. Link opinion and reasons using words and phrases (e.g., for instance, in order to, in
addition).
d. Provide a concluding statement or section related to the opinion presented.

Writing

5.W

Text Types and Purposes
5.W.1

Write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a point of view with reasons and
information.
a. Introduce a topic or text clearly, state an opinion, and create an organizational structure in
which ideas are logically grouped to support the writer’s purpose.
b. Provide logically ordered reasons that are supported by facts and details.
c. Link opinion and reasons using words, phrases, and clauses (e.g., consequently,
specifically).
d. Provide a concluding statement or section related to the opinion presented.
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